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Why Does the U.S. Still Celebrate Labor Day? 


People around the world scratch their heads each September when the U.S. celebrates working 
class solidarity through shopping sprees, family barbeques, and patriotic fireworks. Most 
Wobblies know full well just why May Day’s radical legacy had to be purged frog the U.S. 
holiday calendar - and why “Emancipation Day” instead became “Loyalty Day” with its 
presidential decree insisting that all officials fly a flag from the nearest edifice. But who was 
really behind the effort to make Labor Day the palatable alternative? 


The first Labor Day in New York City on Sept. 51882 was not a 
meek civic-minded parade but a protest for the eight hour day, 
organized by the Central Labor Union, a branch of the Knights of 

<- Labor. By 1884 the CLU had settled on the first Mon. of Sept. as 
the date for Labor Day each year, and several governors declared it 
a statewide holiday. By the mid 1880s, though, the once militant . 
Pres. Grover tae and diverse Knights of Labor was in decline and many workers fell 

m The Great Obstructionist prey to the xenophobic craft unionism of the emerging American 

4:6. Labor Day Promoter Federation of Labor (AFL). 


Enter stage right, President Grover Cleveland, to save 
Labor Day — albeit in a totally different and vacuous 
form, In 1894 the Pullman Strike was underway in 
Chicago with 150,000 workers paralyzing the 
country’s transportation system. Cleveland vowed “if 
it takes the entire army and navy of the U.S. to deliver 
a postcard to Chicago, it will be delivered,” and 
promptly dispatched 12,000 U.S. marshalls, troops, 
and armed scabs to crush the Pullman Strike, killing 24 
workers and wounding 57 others in the process. 
Realizing that inspired worker uprisings were eminent 
unless he tossed a bone to the AFL, within six days 
Cleveland had Congress railroad through Labor Day as USA Y . 
a national celebration. His attempt to win over union Stike rmy troops under General Miles attack Pullman 
; ers in Chicago — Gen Miles would later lead the 
bosses didn’t extend to rank and filers, though, as he Army campaign against Geronimo and the Cherokee 
lost the Democratic Party's presidential nomination to 
William Jennings Bryan in 1896. 


The elevation of Labor Day over May Day as the official workers’ holiday in the U.S. reveals just how 
little respect genuine effort receives today, and also reflects the pathetic state of the organized labor 
movement itself. Disaster capitalism is alive and well as the recession drags one with wages now 
representing less than half of total U.S. income. If we workers are so amazingly productive why aren’t 
we being fairly rewarded for our efforts? Medieval peasants in 14" century England had to work less 
than half of the year, yet the average worker in 21st century America is now lucky to get eight days off. 
Everyone deserves a carefree moment now and then, but the hollow pretense of Labor Day should 
weigh heavily on our collective consciousness. While workers elsewhere celebrate meaningful victories, 
we In the U.S. are too often left holding nothing but nostalgia and rhetoric. Enough with crumbs from 
the master’s plate - It is time to get a seat back at the table! By: John E. Peck 


Commentary: 


by Felix Bunke 
How far our young hippie mayor has come! 


Mayor Paul Soglin of Madison is a focused man on a 
mission — to sweep people without homes under the rug 
to make Madison more favorable to the forces of 
gentrification that are quickly taking over our city, which 
are bound to lead to more people 
without homes. He's going to need a 
bigger rug to sweep them all under, if 
he's not careful. 


On July 30", Soglin proposed the 
“Downtown Pedestrian Protection 
Ordinance,” which would, in the “Central 
Business District” (which includes a large 
part of downtown Madison around the 
Capitol and the state, country, and city 
government buildings downtown, as well 
as the State Street region and the 
easternmost portion of the UW campus} 
prohibit sitting on public benches for 
more than an hour; lying on public 
benches, sidewalks, etc.; sitting, lying, or 
lodging on public sidewalks and other 
right-of-ways; and sitting, lying, or 
lodging on any parcel of land where City 
of Madison offices are located. 


Peopie without homes are not mentioned anywhere in 
the proposed ordinance. However, no one is being 
fooled about the purpose of this ordinance. This 
ordinance is designed to try to put people without homes 
out of sight and out of mind, so that wealthier people can 
do their shopping and their business with government 
agencies without having to face the reality of 
homelessness that has been created by capitalism and by 
governments that have failed to serve the citizens whom 
they are ostensibly supposed to serve. 


people camping out for Black Friday deals would find 
themselves being ticketed? At least there's a better 
chance that they could actually pay their tickets (while 
people withaut homes would have a more difficult time 
getting back on their feet as they are pushed deeper into 
debt and given a thicker police file)! 


Anatole France wrote, “In its majestic equality, the law 
forbids rich and poor alike to sleep under bridges, beg in 
the streets and steal loaves of bread.” ! doubt we can 
expect such “majestic equality” when it comes to 
enforcement of this proposed ordinance. 


This is just the latest in a series of crackdowns and 
proposed crackdowns on people without homes. Indeed, 
as Joe Tarr detailed in his article for the Isthmus, “The 
Mayor vs. the Homeless” {in the issue for August 13-19}, 
the mayor seems to have something of an obsession with 
this issue, to the point of (among other things) regularly 
monitoring the live feed from security cameras located in 
areas where people without homes regularly congregate, 
such as the steps in front of the City-County Building, the 
Philosopher's Grove, Lisa Link Peace Park, and the 
concrete park at the intersection of Frances and State 
Streets. Quite a few people find his obsession rather 
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Yet another blow to the commons. By the time most 
people had heard about it, the deed had already been 
done by decree, with the blessing of Mayor Soglin and 
Madison Police Chief Mike Koval. 


Also, the Mayor has suggested removing the bus stop 
near Philosopher's Grove due to incidents of misbehavior. 
(Update: This has now been done!) 


On top of all this, belongings of people without homes 
that had been left on the steps in front of the City-County 
Building were recently removed and disposed of without 
the proper warnings being given. This amounts to theft 
by the city government. (Update: As of October 1, 
people will face trespassing tickets if they stay at the City- 
County Building after meetings conclude on weekdays or 
on weekends and holidays.) 


And then there's the 
attacks of the recent past, 
which include clearing 
encampments and 
threatening to prohibit ` 
people from feeding 
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narrow restrictions. 
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So, why the obsession? Could it be because people 
without homes congregating right on the steps of the 
City-County Building are a constant reminder of the 
government's failure to properly serve its citizenry? 
Could it be because people without homes in a shopping 
area are a constant reminder of the failure of capitalism 
to adequately provide for the population, while a few are 
showered with obscene levels of wealth? 


"Look, Fidel, don't worry so much about economic 
justice -- it's easier to just push the underclass out of 


In order to solve the problems caused by homelessness, 
we need to address the causes of homelessness, such as 
lack of employment opportunities and lack of affordable 
housing. There's been an awful lot of construction in 
Madison lately, but hardly any of it is affordable to 
anyone but the affluent. San Francisco, here we come! 


In the meantime, of course, there need to be decent 
places where people without homes can go while they 
try to get back onto their feet, so that they don't have to 
be on the streets and on the steps of government 
buildings. 


The Industrial Workers of the World is more than a labor 
union. While we do organize in workplaces, we also have 
a broader vision of liberating the working class in general, 
including those who are suffering because they are 
unable to participate in 
the wage system that we 
wish to ultimately abolish 
and those who are 
participating in the wage 
system, but are, 
nevertheless, still stuck in 
poverty (which should not 
be the case for anyone 
who is working, regardless 
of the type of work). We 
stand in solidarity with 
our brothers and sisters 
without homes against 
these attacks on them 
that are designed to make 
the city more pleasant for 
the affluent, so that they 
don't have to be 
reminded of the harsh 
realities of capitalism. 


Doesn't that sound like 
something that a 1960s 
radical might have 
believed in? Someone 
who was arrested at the first Mifflin Street Block Party 
and knocked around by police during the demonstrations 
against Dow Chemical? 


Yet, Soglin has that famous picture of his meeting with 
Fidel Castro as his profile picture on Facebook. Clinging 
to the past much? 


Those were the days, my friend... 


2016 AND BEYOND 
BERNIE SANDERS, AMERICAN LABOR, AND THE LEFT 


by David L. Williams 


Many labor activists and progressives are taking heart from the Bernie Sanders presidential campaign. Some even 
fantasize that the corporate- and Wall Street-dominated Democratic Party might allow him to actually win the 
presidential nomination. Others hope that the popular outpouring for Sanders will at least push the Democratic 
Party and Hillary Clinton (or whatever corporate Democrat gets the nomination) to the left. 


There is a long history of progressive and populist Democrats running 
for president in primaries, drawing disaffected progressives back into 
the party and then inducing them to support “lesser evil” Democrats in 
general elections. 


Meanwhile, in recent decades the Wall Street-run Democratic Party has 
moved steadily to the political right, following only a few steps behind 
the Republicans in union-busting, offshoring, financial deregulation, tax 
cuts for the rich; governmental austerity, militarism, imperialism, etc. 


It is time for Wisconsin progressives to understand that it was this 
dependence on the Democratic Party which hollowed out and neutered 
the Wisconsin labor movement and left it unprepared to mount an 
effective direct action response to Walker in 2011 or since. 


American labor's dependence on and absorption into the Democratic 
Party has pointed it away from more systematic and thorough-going 
grassroots education about the structural problems of the corporate 
economy and the need for working-class direct action in the 
workplaces, in the communities, and in the streets. 


Those who imagine that the Wall Street-run Democratic Party will be seriously pushed to the left need only look at 
how its corporate funders and managers are currently ramming though the Trans Pacific Partnership (TPP) and other 
“super-NAFTA” treaties against the vociferous opposition of the entire 
progressive base of the Democratic Party. Despite Bernie's large rallies and 
polling numbers, who will really retain the power in the party in 2016 and 
beyond? 


The industrial Workers of the World's traditional policy of not endorsing 
political candidates or parties and of educating and organizing for direct 
action is the only effective antidote to a political system so morally 
bankrupt it must now offer a “democratic socialist” to attract many 
disaffected progressives and independents back into the CAPITALIST 
POLITICAL FOLD. 
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Alleging Labor Abuses, U.S. and Mexican 
Workers Call for Boycott of Driscoll’s Berries 


BY RACHEL LUBAN, Reprinted from In These Times, April 18, 2015 


Driscoll’s may be the U.S.’s most recognizable brand name on strawberry, raspberry, blueberry 
and blackberry cartons. Its conventional and organic berries can be found year-round everywhere 
from Sam’s Club to Whole Foods. To keep its berries stocked far and wide, the company uses a 
vast supplier network stretching from Canada to Argentina. 


But some of those suppliers are coming under fire for allegedly abusing workers, in the U.S. and 
Mexico. One Driscoll’s grower has spent weeks embroiled in a major farmworker protest, while 
a nearly two-year boycott against another grower recently intensified. Workers in both disputes 
have called for a boycott against the company. 


Poverty wages in Baja 


While Driscoll’s is a family-owned company, it’s no mom-and-pop operation. According to its 
website, over 40,000 people are involved in its berry production worldwide. The company has a 
code of conduct for its suppliers, called the “Promise for Workforce Welfare,” which includes 
obeying minimum legal requirements and avoiding egregious labor violations like human 
trafficking and conditions “posing immediate risk to life or limb.” Driscoll’s says it is committed 
to hiring suppliers that “show a sincere commitment” to such principles. 


But Bonifacio Martinez questions whether those requirements are enough. Martinez picked 
strawberries and blackberries destined for Driscoll’s boxes for 10 years. Now he’s a leader in the 
farmworker movement that erupted last month in the fields of San Quintin, in the Mexican state 
of Baja California. Thousands of farm laborers picking multiple crops stopped work for nearly 
two weeks, demanding higher wages and legally required benefits, among other protections. 


“The principal demand is for [growers] to actually respect the workers’ rights,” says Martinez. 
He wants them to honor labor laws that are, at the moment, he says, just “dead words.” Those 
include health benefits and freedom from sexual harassment. 


Many of the San Quintin protesters are indigenous people from 
some of Mexico’s poorest states, like Oaxaca and Guerrero. 
Indigenous people make up more than half of Mexico’s 
agricultural workers. 


The striking pickers initially wanted wages increased to 300 pesos 


a day, then lowered the demand to 200 pesos, about $13. Most of 
them earned $7 to $8 a day before the strike. 


JUSTICIA 


Protests turned acrimonious when demonstrators threw rocks at government vehicles and police 
responded with tear gas and rubber bullets, reported the Los Angeles Times. Workers 
also blocked 56 miles of the Trans-Peninsular Highway. By April, the strike had effectively 


ended after growers signed agreements raising wages 15 percent—far less than the pickers 
demanded. 


The leaders of the movement rejected the meager increase, saying the unions that signed those 
agreements, which are affiliated with the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRD, which held 
power for nearly three-quarters of the 20th century and has strong connections to many unions 


throughout the country, do not represent workers. The workers continue protesting even as many 
have returned to the fields. 


Although the dispute involved various crops and growers, a primary target of the strike was 
BerryMex, one of Driscoll’s largest suppliers in the region. Last week, on the anniversary of the 
death of agrarian revolutionary Emiliano Zapata, the farmworkers called for a boycott against 
Driscoll’s and “all the companies that make a profit by exploiting our labor.” 


According to statements by Driscoll’s and BerryMex, following the strike BerryMex increased 
the “earning opportunity” for its more than 4,000 workers to $5 to $9 an hour—well above the 
strikers’ demands and the growers’ concessions. “This pay increase means that each individual 
now has an average earning potential of six to 10 times of Mexico’s minimum Federal wage and 
as much as 16 times for higher performing workers,” the statements read. 


“This is a terrible lie,” says Martinez. He says BerryMex has raised its wages more than some of 
its peer growers, but only to 180 pesos a day, about $12. That’s a far cry from $5 to $9 dollars an 
hour. Others familiar with the protests expressed skepticism of the calculation as well. Pickers 
are paid based on how much they pick, not by hour. That means hourly rates for fast pickers 
under optimum conditions can far exceed average rates. In that case, the “earning opportunity” 
will not be the earning reality for most laborers. 
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BerryMex is not just any Driscoll’s supplier. It is part of Reiter Affiliated Companies (RAC), 
which says it is “the largest fresh, multi-berry producer in the world.” Driscoll’s is RAC’s only 
customer. And RAC’s CEO, Garland Reiter, is the brother of Driscoll’s CEO Miles Reiter. 


From San Quintin to Skagit County 


Driscoll’s responded swiftly to the BerryMex fracas. But it was not as quick to act to resolve a 
dispute that escalated while the San Quintin protests raged: a bitter labor fight in Burlington, 
Washington. 


Familias Unidas por la Justicia (FUJ), which says it represents over 400 berry pickers, has been 
locked in a labor struggle with Driscoll’s supplier Sakuma Brothers Farms since 2013. FUJ has 
long held a boycott against Sakuma berries and its largest customers, Driscoll’s and Haéagen- 
Dazs. On March 24, it doubled down on the boycott when the fair trade advocacy organization 
Fair World Project sent a letter to Driscoll’s, signed by nearly 10,000 consumers, asking it to 
suspend buying from Sakuma Brothers until the dispute is resolved. The signatories pledged not 
to buy Driscoll’s berries until then. 


FUJ’s list of complaints is long: poor wages, squalid labor camps, firing and retaliating against 
workers for organizing and hiring guestworkers from Mexico to replace FUJ’s members. The H- 
2A guestworker program Sakuma Brothers participated in is meant to be used only when there 
aren’t enough workers domestically. FUJ says it had plenty of willing workers, but that Sakuma 
Brothers used guestworkers to avoid hiring back FUJ’s members. 


“The only thing we want is a fair contract for both of us,” says FUJ president Ramon Torres. 


Sakuma Brothers denies that FUJ represents the berry pickers, calling them “outside agitators” 
who “have attempted to fabricate the impression that this is a worker movement.” Danny 
Weeden began his tenure as the company’s CEO just this year and says FUJ’s campaign is hard 
to understand. 


“We're really doing everything and more than what they’re asking, but they just continue to 
misrepresent the facts,” he says. 


Weeden says that starting this season, the company will pay workers $10 an hour plus a generous 
bonus for each pound of berries picked. He says the housing is continually upgraded and that the 
company does suffer from a labor shortage. 


After nearly two years of deadlock, the Fair World Project and its nearly 10,000 consumer 
signatures finally prompted Driscoll’s to respond. Ina statement, the company said it had hired 
“an independent, leading worker welfare organization” to audit Sakuma Brothers, and that the 
final audit showed that the company had “properly addressed any potential claims” of worker 
mistreatment. 


reality is what you make _ 
politics = activism = politics = art 
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